








everything foreign with respect and without the least envy or trace of shame for our-
selves and our people; on the other hand, we have a kind of childish ardor that makes
us ready to clamber to the top of the bell tower and “spit down on everyone.” . . . In
fact, we know that art and poetry are the purest language of the soul and the best in-
terpreter of human suffering, that there is no place in it for the “evil of the day,” for
envy, quartels, and discord. . . . On the contrary, art ennobles and elevates our spirit,
makes our hearts beat stronger, and makes us rejoice and care not about ourselves
alone . . . and, like the sky, it shines and warms everyone equally. But we must not
forget that we, like all Europe, are going through the fin de si¢cle, an age of deca-
dence, religion without faith, egotism elevated to a dogma, and a struggle for sur-
vival. . . . What remains for art to do in such an age of rupture between emotion and
intellect, between moral duty and self-preservation? Science, steam, and electricity
aspire to embrace the globe and unite humanity into a single family, while we are
prepared to surround ourselves with a Chinese wall. In such an age everyone squints,
looking at the truth as though it were the sun and ready to tell each other precisely
what they themselves want to hear. In such an age, perhaps all that remains for art as
well is to lie, amuse, or come to a standstill. . . .
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Igor’ Grabar’
“Decline or Renaissance? A Survey of Contemporary Trends in Art” (1897)

Painter and critic Igor’ Grabar’ (1871-1960) was born in Budapest and studied law and paint-
ing in St. Petersburg. Between 1896 and 1901 he lived in Munich. In 1913 he became a trustee
of the Tretiakov Gallery. After the Revolution, Grabar’ worked mostly on medieval Russian art.

This essay, written in Munich, presented the evolution of contemporary painting, beginning
with Delacroix, for the first time in the Russian press. It was published in the Monthly Literary
Supplements to Niva (Field) (January-February 1897).

... Yes, this is a renaissance, not a decline. We are living through a renaissance in
painting precisely akin to what Europe once did in all spheres of the human spirit’s
expression. That was when painting was born, only to reach the apogee of its devel-
opment in the mid-seventeenth century and come to a standstill. Two centuries passed
before it again showed signs of its former life, and we are the witnesses to its rebirth.
Yet with scarcely a thought or care we toss everything strong or weak in the art of
our time into one pile, dub it decadence, and laugh and ridicule it. . . . The great
masters’ art was an independent art that had no auxiliary role thrust upon it. It did
not preach, fulminate against vices, or tell edifying stories; it was concerned only with
itself and its artistic problems. . . . Yes, art is pleasure and joy for the artist, and al-
though this may offend the vanity of its high priests, the philanthropic principle of
“utility” will never kill its egoistic manifestations. . . .

The artist-champion always sacrifices the purely artistic aspect of his work to the
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